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About this resource
—

‘A Generous Life’ examines the legacy and influence of the

This resource includes suggestions for activities to undertake

much-loved Australian artist Margaret Olley (1923–2011),

and questions to discuss before, during and after visits to

who spent a formative part of her career in Brisbane. Olley

‘Margaret Olley: A Generous Life’. Olley’s life and works

was a charismatic character who exerted a lasting impact on

are explored using three themes:

many artists as a mentor and friend over several decades,
and a muse for artists from William Dobell to Jeffrey Smart.
The exhibition profiles a life that was immersed in art – her

Life in Brisbane

own and the lives of those she supported. Curator Michael
Hawker comments that:
Painting was indeed at the core of

Life as Art

Olley’s being. Through art she avoided
direct messages or causes, preferring
to lovingly express nature’s beauty
and bounty and the love for her friends
and her surroundings . . . throughout
her long, productive, celebrated and
extraordinarily generous life.1

A Life of Art

Before your visit
—

3

Life in Brisbane

A Life of Art

Olley’s early works depicting Brisbane can be

I’ve always been intrigued by

described as almost Gothic. Investigate the

interiors, you gain a lot of

Gothic genre with a focus on Australian Gothic landscapes by

information from a room . . . An interior

artists such as Arthur Boyd, Albert Tucker, Leah King-Smith

will result in a portrait of a person

and Fred Williams.

who lives there, but it's also to do with
approaching the room as if it was a person

Create a list of words used to describe the different forms

whose portrait you are painting.2

of the Gothic genre and pair this with a colour palette inspired

MARGARET OLLEY

by Australian Gothic art.
Examine Greg Weight’s photographic studies of Olley’s home

Life as Art
Investigate the genre of still-life in art history.
Periods to investigate include:
•	Ancient: frescoes from Pompeii and Herculaneum
•	Medieval: illuminated manuscripts
•	Renaissance: flower and vanitas paintings
•	Modern: Pierre-Auguste Renoir, Vincent van Gogh,
Paul Cézanne, Pablo Picasso
•	Contemporary: Jason de Graaf, Roberto Bernardi,
Tjalf Sparnaay
Where does the work of Olley fit into this history? How was
she influenced by previous still-life artists and, in turn, how has
Olley influenced the generation of artists that followed her?

and studio (see link below). What does Olley’s living space tell
us about her personality and her life? What does it tell us about
her as an artist? What sorts of objects do you notice in the
photos? Does a portrait of Olley emerge from these objects?
www.gregweightphoto.com.au/Margaret%20Olley.html

During your visit
—
Life in Brisbane
All is fear inspiring
and gloomy . . .
In Australia alone is
to be found the Grotesque,
the Weird . . . Some see no
beauty in our trees without
shade, our flowers without
perfume, our birds who
cannot fly . . . But the
dweller in the wilderness
acknowledges the subtle
charm of this fantastic
land of monstrosities. He
becomes familiar with the
beauty of loneliness . . .
[and the] phantasmagoria
of that wild dreamland.3
MARCUS CLARKE, 1876

Examine Olley’s early works featuring

A number of works from Olley’s time

buildings from Brisbane, such as Evening,

living in Brisbane and Queensland were

Stanley House, South Brisbane 1947

inspired by the human form. In Susan

and St Pauls Terrace shops (John's

1962, for example, curator Michael

place?) 1947. How does the artist use the

Hawker says Olley creates ‘a dialogue

Australian Gothic to communicate her

with the Western painting tradition

feelings about her life in 1940s Brisbane?

of the reclining nude’ by referencing
Édouard Manet’s 1863 painting

Compare Olley’s Brisbane paintings

Olympia (Musée d’Orsay, Paris).4

from before her travels to Europe with
those painted after her return; for

What is the dialogue between these

example, Victoria Bridge II 1966 and

two works? What meaning does

Boonah landscape 1962. What has

Olley convey by referencing Manet?

changed? Do elements of the Gothic

What do you note about the use of

remain? How are colour and tone used

colour in these works?

by Olley to communicate a sense of
place, time and mood?

4

The formalist values of painting
are the prime concern of
Margaret Olley's interiors yet
the impossibility of divorcing the
narrative overtones of any interior
gives these works an intimacy not
necessarily present in still life.5

Life as Art
Analyse Olley’s Lemons and oranges
1964 through the formal context. Would
you describe its arrangement of objects as casual or
purposeful? How has Olley approached aspects such
as light, space, tone and texture in the work? How
does she convey her love of and joy in contemplating
living things?

CHRISTINE FRANCE

Compare Lemons and oranges 1964 to White still life I
1977. Again, think about the light, space, tone and
texture of these works. What is different between
them? Does your perception of the objects change?
Examine the relationship between formalist values
and narrative overtones in Olley’s Yellow room
triptych 2007. How can a painting of a room be both
formal and intimate? Do you agree that interiors have
narrative potential?

During your visit
—
A Life of Art
Examine Portrait in the mirror 1948. Make
a note of all the different objects that Olley
has surrounded herself with, and look for these objects
as you explore the exhibition.
Return to this portrait and your list at the end of your
visit, and reflect on what you have learnt about Olley.
Over the course of her life, which objects did Olley
return to and what did they come to symbolise for her?
Reflect on how Olley’s self-portrait evolved over time.

5
Australian artist William Dobell believed that a true ‘living’
portrait was one that depicted his subject’s character and
stressed the caricature, relying on embellishment to draw out
a subject’s more distinctive traits. Looking at Dobell’s portrait
of Olley, what do you think he has embellished or exaggerated
in order to express her character?
Consider Olley’s self-portraits and those portraits of her by
other artists. What is different between how Olley represents
herself compared to the way other artists see her? How
would you explain the popularity of Olley as a muse for more
than 50 years?

Both William Dobell’s and Ben Quilty’s portraits
of Olley won the prestigious Archibald Prize.
Olley is the only subject to have won the
Archibald Prize twice! Compare the colours
used in this portrait to Quilty’s other works
on display in ‘Quilty’ in Gallery 1.3. What is
different between the works? How has Olley’s
own work inspired Quilty here?
Olley’s generous donations to galleries across Australia often
included the work of 19th and 20th century artists that she
loved. Looking at their works, what do you think she admired
about these artists? What evidence can you identify to
suggest that they influenced Olley's work? This may include
subject matter, technique, style or aesthetic attributes.

After your visit
—

Life in Brisbane

Life as Art

Life of Art

What ideas about Olley’s

Experiment with painting

Investigate self-portraits

still-lifes and interiors in

by artists Olley admired,

away after looking at her work? In

response to the art conventions and

such as Edgar Degas, Paul Cézanne,

what ways was she influenced by her

symbols that Olley used. Develop this

and Pierre Bonnard, and consider the

life and experiences in Brisbane, and

as part of a folio exploring the tradition

following questions:

how did it shape her representation of

of still-life painting.

•	How have these artists responded to

view on life do you take

time and place? What codes, symbols,

the visual problem of the self-portrait?

and conventions did Olley employ in

•	How have they expressed their

her paintings?

identities as artists?
•	How do self-portraits reflect the

Create two works on the same subject

visual language of the artist, and does

(still-life, interior or self-portrait),

this evolve over time?

but develop one using the Australian
Gothic colour palette, and one using
a palette inspired by Olley. Reflect on
the importance of colour in expressing
meaning, and how artists might use
colour as a code.
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Margaret Olley
Australia 1923-2011
© Margaret Olley Art Trust
The Treasury Building (Brisbane) 1947 / Oil on panel / 61 x 76cm /
Gift of the artist, 1997 / Collection: Museum of Brisbane
Bananas from the garden, Farndon 1974–75 / Oil on board / 79 x 110cm / Donated
through the Australian Government's Cultural Gifts Program by Wayne Kratzmann
(Brisbane), 2014 / Collection: Tweed Regional Gallery, Murwillumbah
Evening, Stanley House, South Brisbane 1947 / Oil on board / 45 x 66cm /
Gift of Philip Bacon am 2006 / Collection: National Gallery of Australia, Canberra
Victoria Bridge II 1966 / Pen and watercolour on paper / 38.5 x 49cm /
Collection: Moreton Bay Regional Council
Lemons and oranges 1964 / Oil on composition board / 76.6 x 102cm / Purchased
1964 / Collection: Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art, Brisbane
Susan 1962 / Oil on board / 75 x 151.5cm / Gift of a private donor through the
Australian Government’s Cultural Gifts Program, 2007 / Collection: Ipswich Art Gallery
Yellow Room triptych 2007 / Oil on board / 138 x 290cm / Purchased through
The Yellow Room Appeal 2013 / Collection: New England Regional Art Museum
Portrait in the mirror 1948 / Oil on board / 68.3 x 84.8cm / Gift of the artist 2001 /
Collection: Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney
Bedroom still life 1997 / Oil on board / 61 x 91cm / Purchased by Maitland Art
Gallery Society, 1998 / Collection: Maitland Regional Art Gallery
Interior IV 1970 / Oil on composition board / 121.5 x 91.5cm / Gift of the Margaret
Olley Art Trust through the Queensland Art Gallery Foundation 2002 / Collection:
Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art, Brisbane
Cornflowers with lemons (Cornflowers with Turkish coffee-pot) 1984 / Oil on board /
76 x 102cm / Private collection
Self portrait with blue and white pots c.1988 / Oil on board / 61 x 76cm /
Private collection
White still life I 1977 / Oil on composition board / 60 x 74.5cm / Gift of Wayne
Kratzmann 2012. Donated through the Australian Government's Cultural Gifts
Program / National Gallery of Australia, Canberra

Other artists
R Ian Lloyd / Canada/Australia b. 1953 / Margaret Olley in her studio in Sydney,
New South Wales, Australia at 9:22am on December 13th, 2005 2005, printed 2009 /
Giclée print / 51 x 61.2cm / Gift of the artist through the Queensland Art Gallery
Foundation 2010. Donated through the Australian Government's Cultural Gifts
Program / Collection: Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art, Brisbane.
© The artist
Édouard Manet / France 1832–83 / Olympia 1863 / Oil on canvas / 130 x 190cm /
Offered to the French State by public subscription initiated by Claude Monet, 1890 /
Collection: Musée d’Orsay, Paris
William Dobell / Australia 1899–1970 / Margaret Olley 1948 / Oil on hardboard /
148 x 118.5 x 13cm / Purchased 1949 / Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney /
© William Dobell/Licensed by Copyright Agency, 2019
Ben Quilty / Australia b. 1973 / Margaret Olley 2011 / Oil on linen / 170 x 150cm /
Private collection / Photograph: Mim Stirling / © Ben Quilty. Courtesy the artist,
The artist, Jan Murphy Gallery and Tolarno Galleries
Paul Cézanne / France 1839–1906 / Banks of the Marne c. 1888 / Oil on canvas /
86 x 102.5 x 11cm / Purchased 2008 with funds provided by the Art Gallery of New
South Wales Foundation, the Art Gallery Society of New South Wales, and donors to
the Masterpiece Fund in joint celebration of the Foundation’s 25th anniversary and
Edmund Capon am, obe’s 30th anniversary as Director of the Gallery / Collection:
Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney
Giorgio Morandi / Italy 1890–1964 / Still life 1957 / Oil on canvas / 61.5 x 67 x 5cm /
Purchased with assistance from the Margaret Olley Art Trust 1997 / Collection:
Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney / © Giorgio Morandi/SIAE. Licensed by
Copyright Agency, 2019
Edgar Degas / France 1834–1917 / After the bath c.1900 / Charcoal on tracing paper /
94 x 81 x 8.5cm / Margaret Hannah Olley Art Trust 1994 / Collection: Art Gallery
of New South Wales, Sydney

